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A niche, according to my Shorter Oxford English 
Dictionary, is a “shallow, ornamental recess or hollow.” 
By extension, a niche market defi nes a small sector 
“adapted to the character, or suited to the merits, 
of a person or thing.” When applied to educational 
publishing, however, a niche market is not small. 
Think Wal-mart. According to its website, the Crabtree 
Publishing Company is “a publisher of children’s non-
fi ction books and has been in business since 1978,” 
and the “company began building its reputation as a 
quality children’s book publisher with its series about 
the early pioneers, called Early Settler Life, which 
has become a mainstay in public and school libraries 
as well as historic sites and museums across North 
America” (“Tell Me about Crabtree Publishing”).
Jeunesse: Young People, Texts, Cultures, formerly 
CCL/LCJ, might be expected to have little to do with 
books intended for the school non-fi ction market. So 
an explanation is required to account for the reason 
why books by an educational (rather than a trade) 
publisher are reviewed here at all. 
One fall, not so very long ago, I contacted Perry 
Nodelman and Mavis Reimer, hoping to reprise a joint 
venture that had been quite successful when I’d tried it 
with CCL, on two occasions, several years ago.1 At the 
time, CCL was housed at Guelph University and I was a 
professor at the University of New Brunswick, teaching 
children’s literature to undergraduates in education. 
I’d designed the exercise to offer students access to 
Canadian children’s books, a chance to make critical 
judgments, and a real-world alternative to the essays 
used in academic assessments of their work. I also 
wanted students to familiarize themselves generally 
with reviewing journals. People who are learning to 
be teachers should, after all, be able to use the tools 
of the trade. Journals provide access to, and value 
judgments about, children’s books. Ideally, teachers 
want to induct children into literate life and a literate 
community. That’s the theory, anyway.
With CCL/LCJ becoming Jeunesse and me being 
relocated to an Ontario university, it seemed a good 
time to try a similar exercise. I didn’t think that 
the rationale had changed: teachers still needed, I 
assumed, access to children’s books and information 
about those books. And I was looking for something 
that would engage the fourth-year concurrent 
education students that I was teaching. When I spoke 
with Perry, he told me that he had “boxes and boxes” 
of books from the Crabtree Publishing Company in 
his offi ce. The “boxes and boxes” made their way 
back to Ontario from Manitoba (carbon footprint not 
withstanding). I wanted, fervently, for this exercise to 
be a success story. I wanted the students to discover 
their critical abilities and their individual voices. 
And I wanted to be able to celebrate Crabtree as an 
innovative, successful Canadian enterprise. 
At some level, Crabtree is the quintessential 
fulfi llment of a Canadian dream. Nine-year-old 
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Bobbie Kalman and her family escaped the Hungarian 
revolution of 1956 and came to Canada, settling in St. 
Catharines, Ontario. Kalman later founded Crabtree, 
which has become a thriving family fi rm. She tells the 
story of her family’s escape in Refugee Child. The story 
seems fi lled with a lot of preternaturally good people 
and reads eerily like The Sound of Music. 
When I opened the “boxes and boxes” of Crabtree 
books, my heart sank. Crabtree does fi ll an educational 
market niche: “a shallow, ornamental recess or 
hollow.” There were stacks of books, as Perry had 
warned, all in very similar slim, shiny-covered, picture-
book (portrait) format—perfect for doing a project on 
just about anything the curriculum deemed suitable 
for school children to study: rocks, rice, animals, fruit, 
countries, explorers, fi refi ghters, television, water. You 
name it. If there is the possibility of a school project 
on the subject, Crabtree has just the brittle, superfi cial, 
formulaic, thirty-two-page information book to cover 
the territory.
The Crabtree books are characterized by the big, 
glossy photographs of “exotic” people dancing and 
eating—though there are occasional pictures of poor, 
starving people. There are also photographs of happy 
people at weddings and sad people at funerals. There 
are colourful pictures of crafts, crops, artifacts, and 
sheep. The big pictures are interspersed with small 
chunks of descriptive text—nothing too onerous, 
nothing too long, nothing too controversial. Also 
contained in the “boxes and boxes” of Crabtree books 
were a few smaller, hard-backed books in the Yellow 
Bananas series—called “guided-reading” books on 
their back covers, where we’re also informed that 
the stories are characterized by “short chapters,” 
“strong stories by great authors,” and “full-color [sic] 
illustrations.” The students in my class selected books 
from both the non-fi ction and the Yellow Bananas 
series to review. 
The exercise was a disaster—almost from the 
beginning—and, as I explained to Perry, I was reluctant 
to write about the results. Now that a decent interval 
has passed, it is possible to refl ect with a little less pain 
on the process and to attempt to fi gure out what went 
wrong. I know now that I should have been more alert 
to the inherent logistical diffi culties, including time, 
space, and class size. There were forty students in the 
class, crammed so tightly into a windowless, carpetless 
classroom that conversation was all but impossible. 
If more than one person spoke at a time, the noise 
quickly escalated to a headache-inducing level. 
The class was also held in three-hour blocks—from 
seven to ten—one night a week for thirteen weeks. 
One brave and brilliant teaching assistant brought 
her considerable pedagogical and class-management 
skills to the project. We tried splitting the students into 
working groups of about fi ve people each and fi nding 
alternative spaces for them in the library or other 
unused crannies in the building. Ultimately, I’m sad to 
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report, we couldn’t overcome the obstacles that might 
have led to a happier ending. I take full responsibility. I 
couldn’t convey the idea that what people read matters 
or that school discourse is not disconnected from the 
social, political, and cultural complexities of the world. 
Superfi ciality reigned.
In order to prepare the students for the review-
writing exercise, I’d assigned them assorted journals 
and books (American, Canadian, British) containing 
reviews of children’s texts. In theory, the students 
would have had models from which to learn how to 
write their own reviews. They would have been able to 
distinguish between reviews that made them want to 
read (or not read) the books under discussion and those 
that didn’t tell them enough to make a considered 
value judgment. They would have had access to a 
spectrum of well-written reviews by knowledgeable 
reviewers. They would have learned what a good 
review looks like—and so, possibly, in the future, as 
practising teachers, to seek out the reviews by those 
people when trying to choose books for their own 
classrooms. All of this theoretical learning was planned 
so that it could occur in small-group discussions. The 
teaching assistant and I tried to spread the class out 
into less cramped spaces, and also circulated among 
the groups, attempting to facilitate, attempting to focus 
attention on aspects of the texts that would enable the 
students to develop critical eyes and make informed 
value judgments. Retrospectively, I’m a little ashamed 
at my own naïveté, but I actually had no idea how 
badly even the fi rst part of the exercise could go 
wrong. 
After the initial discussions about the reviewing 
books and journals (which took place over about 
a three-week period), each group was required 
to introduce “their” journal to the class—the idea 
being that the whole class would acquire access to 
more journals (and, by extension, the books being 
discussed in the journals), and more information 
about using them, than I could teach. Among the 
assigned texts were issues of the venerable American 
journal Horn Book—which, in my mind, offered 
examples of thoughtful, informed reviews written by 
knowledgeable, experienced readers of children’s 
books. The students reviewing Horn Book, however, 
began by explaining that it was not suitable for parents 
because—wait for it—parents only had “grade-nine 
educations.” If the students had gone on immediately 
to say that Horn Book was primarily for teachers and 
librarians, I would have let the comment go. That’s 
not what happened. The statement about parents only 
having grade-nine educations was repeated again. And 
again. That’s when I intervened, explaining that I was 
interrupting in the way that I would interrupt if people 
made racist or homophobic remarks in class. Though 
I recognized that the students meant no harm, harm 
comes with the repetition of derogatory remarks. In 
order to allow the group to move on, I didn’t pursue 
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the subject. I just wanted to show, briefl y, how tropes work and how 
repetition can turn casual comments into articles of faith, resulting in 
false assumptions about individual groups. The students were furious 
with the interruption—and accused me of accusing them of being 
racist. More worrying is that, in several contexts now, I’ve heard the 
comment from students that “parents” (colourless, raceless, classless, 
religionless parents) are somehow to blame for all kinds of restrictions 
on schools. Parents appear to be the new scapegoats.
What I didn’t understand at the time, and have only slowly 
started to see, is that there was something at play beyond the in-class 
exchange, something darker and more systemic and dangerous—
something in the way that school discourse increasingly privileges a 
low level of bland neutrality in both books and pedagogical practices, 
something that shuts down the validity of intellectual play. By insisting 
that Horn Book was somehow too diffi cult for parents, the students 
assessing the journal were making implicit assumptions about what 
they thought counted as suitable for school children and their parents: 
something easy, banal, and neutral. It was as if the assumption of 
low-level knowledge became the rationale for repressing intellectual 
pursuit. The books published by Crabtree appear to be exactly the 
sort of inoffensive texts that the soon-to-be-teachers in my class could 
see themselves having in their future classrooms. And if these are not 
books that students want in their classes—that is, if they hated the 
books and didn’t say so in print—then that is even more worrying. 
Does it mean that hypocrisy has been normalized in school discourse? 
I really don’t know, so I would be interested in fi nding out if my 
experience was an aberration, or if there is something more insidious 
happening in school culture. 
Because the students in my class who wrote the reviews all signed 
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publication agreements, I am able to quote their 
work. If the exercise had gone well, they would have 
had publication credit. Because the exercise went so 
badly wrong, however, I’ve decided to protect their 
identities and not name them. I am quoting the reviews 
themselves, and would appreciate hearing from anyone 
able to make more sense of what happened than I’ve 
been able to do. Here is the review by the students 
who wrote about Iran: The Land and Iraq: The Land, 
from the Lands, Peoples, and Cultures Series (they 
probably also looked at Iraq: The Culture, in the same 
series):
Want to learn more about two of the most 
controversial countries of the present day? Open 
up one of the Iran or Iraq books from the Lands, 
Peoples, and Culture Series and you will discover 
that the Iran-Iraq war cost the countries $100 
billion and 500,000 lives. Without saturating the 
book with trivial detail, the editor, Rachel Eagen 
[the author, unnamed by the students, is April Fast], 
effi ciently utilizes the text’s space in a way that 
places each country in a geographical, political, 
and historical context. The Ontario Social Studies 
curriculum outlines that students from Grades 2 to 
7 should have an understanding of the countries of 
the world: the textbook language, table of contents, 
glossary, and index make this series a useful 
resource project on Iraq and/or Iran. Moreover, 
special attention to the often-ignored aspects of 
the cultures, such as recipes, encourages readers 
to engage in the lifestyle of the people by taking a 
bite out of it. Nevertheless, the Western perspective 
gives a skewed portrayal of the countries’ political, 
social and religious strife, as it simplifi es the 
war to merely a struggle to “gain [. . .] control of 
the waterway and [. . .] oil fi elds.” Perhaps not 
strong enough on its own to give an in-depth and 
unbiased representation of Iran and Iraq, this series 
does introduce readers to the countries, therefore 
encouraging them to go out and learn more. 
To my shame, the students all received relatively good 
grades on the reviews. I couldn’t say aloud what I really 
thought about the bright and bouncy, school-approved 
prose of their review—which matched the bright 
and bouncy, school-approved prose of the Crabtree 
text. I felt (again to my shame) unable to address the 
comment about the loss of “500,000 lives” as a “trivial 
detail”—especially in the context of the claim that 
the “textbook language, glossary, and index make the 
series a useful resource.” Both the book and the review 
render all facts as emotionally neutral. In the hollow-
niche world of assumed school discourse, death and 
the presence of an index merit equal attention. My 
mind burns with Stanley Fish’s scathing defi nition of 
“boutique multiculturalism” as “characterized by its 
superfi cial or cosmetic relationship to the objects of its 
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affection” (378).
Although I appreciate that an academic discussion on the lead 
up to Bush’s “war on terror” may not be a topic to be fi tted in neatly 
between recess and lunch in a grade-three classroom, it is equally 
impossible to ignore the fact that Canadian and American children 
are seeing and hearing daily news reports about bombings and 
dying soldiers. As the students who wrote the review state, clearly, 
the Ontario curriculum demands “that students from Grades 2 to 7 
should have an understanding of the countries of the world.” The 
Crabtree books provide the tiny drip of knowledge about the Arab 
world that makes it a perfect fi t for the target niche market. By way 
of contrast, Deborah Ellis’s imaginatively complex Parvana books 
(The Breadwinner, Parvana’s Journey, and Mud City) and emotionally 
charged Three Wishes: Palestinian and Israeli Children Speak open 
up the competing moral confl icts—and then face the possibility of 
censorship. In the spring of 2006, Three Wishes found itself at the 
centre of a Silver Birch Award furor because its political stance was 
so controversial. (Recipients of the Silver Birch Award, which is 
administered by the Ontario Library Association, are selected by school 
children who vote for their favourite books.) Crabtree books would not 
fi nd themselves in a similar situation. 
Crabtree’s Iraq: The Land is completely suitable for an implied 
audience of “innocent” children, although Saddam Hussein himself 
does make an appearance. There is a nice, glossy photo of Hussein 
smiling in the foreground, with cheering crowds in the background. 
The caption reads: “Saddam Hussein waves to his supporters in 
Baghdad. In the fi rst days of his presidency Hussein had many political 
rivals and enemies executed” (7). A few pages later, there is a nice 
photograph of a cluster of smiling, pretty young girls (between about 
In the bizarre world of 
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six and eleven years old) in their native dress. The 
caption reads: “The traditional Kurdish female clothing 
consists of long dresses of brightly colored fabric and 
coats embroidered with silver or gold threads” (17). In 
the bizarre world of school discourse, the execution “of 
political rivals and enemies” is given almost the same 
emotional weight as the fact that the girls’ clothes are 
“embroidered with silver or gold threads.” Captions run 
about one and a half lines, so between about twenty 
and twenty-fi ve words, giving equal weight to each 
image. 
In the Crabtree books, the patches of text breaking 
up the pictures are fl at, lacking in affect. It is actually 
quite diffi cult to concentrate for any length of time on 
the prose snippets, as they are so lacking in narrative 
coherence. For example, in the paragraph on “Kurds” 
in Iraq: The Land, a few random facts are thrown 
together in sentences:
More than fi ve million Kurds live in Iraq, making 
up 15 to 20 percent of the population. Most of 
them live in the northern and northeastern parts of 
the country, in the Kurdish Autonomous Region. 
The Kurds are traditionally a semi-nomadic people 
who raise sheep and goats. Most Kurds are Sunni 
Muslims. They speak Kurdish, a western Iranian 
language.  (17)
The point of the paragraph is hard to ascertain. What 
is the relationship between raising “sheep and goats,” 
being “Sunni Muslims,” and speaking “Kurdish”? Why 
do people in Iraq speak a “western Iranian language”? 
In the superfi cial world of the information-book niche 
market, those are completely meaningless questions. 
All that matters is the presence of a smattering of 
facts composed in not-too-diffi cult prose—containing 
information not likely to offend anyone.
The other books in the Lands, Peoples, and Cultures 
Series read much the same way—though the countries 
vary. Students wrote reviews on other books in the 
series, and their prose, like the prose in the Crabtree 
books, ranged between emotionless neutrality and fake 
cheeriness. 
From the Footsteps of the Explorers Series, the 
students chose to write about Lewis and Clark: 
Opening the American West, by Ellen Rodger, which 
they described as having an “expressive text, and 
visual stimulus including maps, photographs and 
vivacious [sic] illustrations.” Again, it was diffi cult for 
me to ascertain whether the problem with the review 
was with the students’ reading or with their writing. 
Did they not recognize “vivacious illustrations” as 
a discordant phrase? This group, too, identifi ed the 
“glossary” of Lewis and Clark as a signifi cant feature 
“making all key words comprehensible to the juvenile 
reader.” I’m afraid that I found the glossary to be 
arbitrary and not very helpful. A “superintendent,” 
for example, is defi ned as “A person given authority 
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to supervise” (32). The review doesn’t actually say 
anything about the Lewis-and-Clark expedition, but 
identifi es it as important to the Ontario curriculum (a 
surprise to me) in that it examines “the fi rst contact 
between First Nations peoples and European explorers 
in an engaging manner that promises to stimulate their 
minds.” I read the Crabtree book too, and I couldn’t 
see anything engaging, stimulating, or relevant to 
the Ontario curriculum. The review by the students 
didn’t explain what Lewis and Clark actually did (their 
transcontinental trek across America)—or discuss 
Sacagewega, the native woman who accompanied 
them (she rates two pages in the Crabtree text)—which 
you’d learn more about and fi nd more entertaining if 
you watched Night at the Museum with Ben Stiller.
I’m having a hard time being so negative here, 
in print, especially as I couldn’t really express my 
concerns openly to the students without appearing to 
ridicule them. I would only have made them angrier 
and more frustrated than they already were. I recognize 
that part of the blame for the fl at-footed prose in the 
reviews resides in the fl at-footed prose in the books. 
The students, I think, were mimicking the style of the 
books that they were reviewing. To be fair, the better 
reviews done by the students did, in fact, note the 
banality of the information-book format—especially in 
the context of readily available access to information 
via the Internet. So, it is not surprising that one of 
the stronger reviews—of Inventing the Television, by 
Joanne Richter, from the Breakthrough Inventions 
Series—does take note of the mismatch between 
content and the superfi cial information-book format 
of the Crabtree publication. Yet the review itself still 
mimics almost exactly the falsely enthusiastic prose of 
the book under review:
Did you know that in the 1940s postcards were 
sent to television owners to inform them of current 
programs? This and other intriguing facts can be 
found in Joanne Richter’s Inventing the Television. 
Although this book covers the history, mechanics, 
technology and the future of the television, we 
found Inventing the Television very diffi cult to 
navigate. The novelty of the photographs and 
illustrations were lost because both the pictures and 
the text were superimposed over a busy background 
diagram, making it diffi cult to hold a focus. The 
interesting facts were lost in monotonous statements 
such as “televisions became known as mechanical 
televisions because they relied on moving parts.” 
Although the students have referred to the prose in the 
Crabtree books as “monotonous,” I think that they are 
using that as an umbrella term to cover a multitude of 
literary absences—the lack of metaphor, for example, 
or narrative rhythm, cadence, or emotional resonance. 
Inventing the Television begins, for example, with 
the forgettable statement that “More than one billion 
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television sets around the world provide people with 
entertainment, education and information” (4). 
Only information that sticks in the mind can be 
internalized. Narrative coherence contributes to the 
stickiness of facts—which makes it very diffi cult to 
fi gure out why so many information books insist on 
resisting narrative in favour of unrelated statements 
randomly thrown together into meaningless prose 
strings. Non-fi ction doesn’t have to be boring, 
pedantic, or devoid of emotional connection. 
Margaret Meek, in Information and Book Learning, 
identifi es features that distinguish information books 
that contribute to learning from those that don’t. 
By applying general theories of reading to reading 
information books, she explains that young children 
“see how the events fi t with what they know, and 
learn to discuss what they think and feel about what 
happens” (25). The presence of a narrative line, a story, 
is the key to making information stick. The Read and 
Wonder books, published by Walker in England and 
Candlewick in the United States, are the ones that 
Meek selects for particular praise. 
Read and Wonder books are distinguished by 
narratives composed by people who can write: 
professional authors making up stories they want 
to tell. The illustrations of each book match topic 
to style and layout. The books are not composed of 
disconnected, discontinuous items about project-
centred information (climate, populations, exports), but 
about life cycles and relationships.
As an example of a reference book informed by 
narrative, take All Pigs are Beautiful by Dick King-Smith 
(the author of Babe, the story—later a movie—about 
a sheep-pig). It does, admittedly, take an imaginative, 
inspired editor to invite the author of a novel about a 
fi ctional pig to write an information book about pigs, 
but the resulting book demonstrates the pedagogical 
reward. Although King-Smith offers lots of information 
about types of pigs, and about the behaviours of pigs, 
the story centres on a particular pig on whom the 
narrator focuses the reader’s attention. King-Smith 
invites us, literally, to share his affection:
If you really twisted my arm and said, “you must 
have a favourite sort of pig, What is it?” then 
I might have to say, “A white, black-spotted, 
middling-snouted, fl op-eared pig that comes from 
Gloucestershire—though of all the pigs I ever 
owned, my one particular favourite was a boar 
called Monty, who was a Large White. (8) 
That little passage is set between watercolour paintings 
of Monty. At the top of the paragraph, the pig sits, 
smiling pinkly. At the bottom of the page, he lies 
sprawled out—still smiling—with a little caption in 
script following the contour of his body, saying, “A 
male breeding pig is called a boar.” No glossy, brittle 
photographs, just an invitation to notice a specifi c pig, 
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Monty, with his relaxed, easy disposition. The general information 
(that he is a “boar”) sticks easily to narrative. Unlike the Crabtree 
books, which, forgive me, are characterized by predictable, generic 
photographs and hack writing, the Read and Wonder books are written 
by creative writers (including Janni Howker and Vivian French) and 
illustrated by artists (including Charlotte Voake). The back-cover blurb 
on All Pigs are Beautiful simply explains that the Read and Wonder 
books contain “facts and feelings about the real world.” As Margaret 
Meek says about the series, there is a recognition that book learning 
“is intellectual and affective, at the same time” (100). That is, like life, 
information books are “full of facts and feelings.”
Though there are facts—of a kind—in the Crabtree books, what 
they seem to lack is feeling. Here’s part of a review of The Biography of 
Spices:
History has never been so spicy and full of pep(per) as in The 
Biography of Spices written by Ellen Rodger. This book is found 
in the series of books entitled How Did That Get Here? This series 
focuses on various foodstuffs like bananas and chocolate, and 
discusses each food’s relation to human history. Where are spices 
from? How are they produced? What is their relation to social 
issues in history? All of these questions and more are answered in 
this fabulous information book. . . . . Social issues are discussed 
in connection to the history of spices and are sure to stimulate 
discussion amongst its readers while the content page, index 
and glossary allow easy access to information. The language 
and illustrations depict the life of spices as culturally diverse by 
presenting them as a common thread between people of different 
races, countries and social status. The book’s topics can assist with 
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learning in grade fi ve classrooms in accordance 
with the Ontario Ministry of Education’s curriculum 
guidelines as it covers the topic of early civilizations 
(and their use of spices) meant to be discussed in 
Social Sciences. This information book is a defi nite 
must-have for any teacher or parent who wishes to 
facilitate discussion in history and social issues.
In the abstract, it is diffi cult to imagine how a book 
about spices could generate such a bland review. The 
review, however, again mimics the prose of Crabtree 
books in general. The subject is almost irrelevant. In the 
same How Did that Get Here? series, The Biography of 
Bananas begins with the line, “Bananas are the most 
popular fruit in the world” (4), and then goes on in the 
same unreadable bright-false way. 
The irony is that, in the world of adult non-fi ction, 
there have been some brilliant, compelling information 
books recently, including two by Mark Kurlansky, Salt: 
A World History and Cod: A Biography of the Fish that 
Changed the World, and two by Simon Winchester, The 
Professor and the Madman: A Tale of Murder, Insanity, 
and the Making of the Oxford English Dictionary and 
The Map that Changed the World: William Smith and 
the Birth of Modern Geology. Although authors and 
subjects are distinct, the books are all linked by the 
fact that they are produced by people who can write, 
who care about their subjects, and who are invested in 
communicating their own knowledge and enthusiasm.
Because the success of a book—fi ction or 
non-fi ction—depends on the author’s ability and 
imagination, it is no surprise that the best student 
review is of one of the best books in the Crabtree 
collection, Countdown, a little story for beginning 
readers by British author Anne Fine (also the author of 
Mrs. Doubtfi re). Here’s the review:
Minutes seem like hours. The walls close in. All 
you can hear is the slow ticking of the clock. Your 
imagination takes charge.
More than likely Anne Fine experienced these 
thoughts when she wrote her fi rst book in 1971, as 
she was trapped in her fl at by a snowstorm. Thirty-
fi ve years later, Fine’s experience comes to life in 
her latest book, Countdown [not quite true: the 
book was fi rst published in 1996; this is a reissue]. 
The story chronicles Hugo James Macfi e, the 
protagonist, as he experiences confi nement in his 
room for seven hours to prove to his father that he 
deserves a pet gerbil.
With every minute that passes, Hugo’s 
imagination becomes increasingly active. “He was 
on a raft. A speckled, printed raft. The blobs of paint 
were droppings from the gulls. . . . Nothing but 
sea for miles and miles. . . . What was that strange 
shape over there that looked like a paint scraper 
on the fl oor, but could as easily be . . . shark!” 
(19–20). We can almost smell the salt of the sea and 
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picture the paint-like seagull droppings on Hugo’s raft. A standout 
in the Yellow Bananas chapter book series, Countdown is coded for 
readers aged eight through ten, although there are a few words that 
may prove diffi cult for this age group, such as “dispassionately” and 
“viaduct.” After fl ying free as a bird and sinking like a drowning 
man alongside Hugo James Macfi e, we were left asking ourselves: if 
stuck in a room, what would we do to occupy our time?
On reading this review, I was struck immediately by how much better 
written it was than the reviews of the non-fi ction Crabtree books—and 
I don’t think that it was because the students in this group were 
signifi cantly better than the students in the other groups—they just had 
better material to work with. They had something to say and were able 
to mimic Anne Fine’s language in order to say it. While it is true that 
they did revert to the patronizing assumption that eight- to ten-year-
olds couldn’t be trusted with “dispassionately” or “viaduct,” I think 
that, with a little more exposure to literary texts, the students would 
have learned to trust themselves—and the children whom they might 
eventually teach.
My lessons from the exercise? I’ve been trying to fi gure them out. 
First, I didn’t repeat the reviewing exercise, and decided instead to 
devote time to reading and writing with the fourth-year students. It 
still didn’t work very well. I was, again, distressed by the fact that the 
students I was teaching seemed ill-equipped or reluctant (I couldn’t 
tell) to distinguish banal texts from genuine works of imaginative 
literature. Overwhelmingly, simple, superfi cial texts were preferred 
over imaginatively engaging ones. The idea that analysis might be 
useful to people learning to be literate seemed incomprehensible to 
many students, so they frequently criticized me for insisting on it. 
The idea that analysis 
might be useful to 
people learning to 
be literate seemed 
incomprehensible to 
many students, so they 
frequently criticized me 
for insisting on it. 
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Any whiff of sex, violence, or a word deemed too 
“diffi cult” for the generic child of their imaginations 
was suspect. There was also a deep reluctance to 
make value judgments of any kind. I still don’t know 
why the students with whom I worked on the Crabtree 
reviews were so different from the ones with whom I’d 
worked on the review exercise ten years ago. Maybe 
the problem was the cramped classroom environment 
and the three-hour-long, late-evening timeslot. Maybe 
the problem was with the books (I’d chosen literary 
texts for the previous exercises). Maybe not. From 
the perspective of the students, I’m sure that I was 
the problem. In the interest of full disclosure, I will 
say that a substantial number of the students loathed 
me and the kind of interpretive strategies that I was 
trying to teach. That came as a shock because their 
responses were inconsistent with my (twenty) years of 
previous academic teaching experience. The nearest 
equivalent experience that I can offer for comparison 
is when, as a parent, I insisted on something (working, 
tidying, curfew) to my own children, and they reacted 
with the “I hate you. You are the meanest mother . . . ” 
response. When that happened, I answered, as parents 
do, by saying, “I love you,” followed by “you still have 
to do as requested (working, tidying, curfew).” The 
students whom I teach are not my children, so there is 
no bond of love. I can’t tell what the students believe. 
They surely must believe that they are right and I am 
wrong. I have no statistical evidence, of course, but 
I can’t help but wonder if these students, raised to 
perform to the narrow standards defi ned by explicit 
rubrics on large-scale assessment tests, have come to 
believe the banality of the party line. If so, then the 
spaces for non-fi ction that they create in classrooms of 
their own will provide the perfect niches for Crabtree’s 
books.
Notes
 1 See “Reviews that Make Good Reading” and “More Reviews 
(from New Brunswick) that Make Good Reading.” The original idea 
for assessing students through a reviewing exercise, rather than 
an essay-writing exercise, came out of an earlier article I wrote, 
“Essaying the Review.”
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Lissa Paul deeply regrets that she was not able to engage the students in the class in the intellectual pleasures of 
reviewing. As a professor and an associate general editor of the Norton Anthology of Children’s Literature (2005), 
Lissa desires to do better—and will continue to try.
